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TREADING  WHERE  THE  SAINTS  HAVE  TROD 

"Though,  thzy  alt  gained  God* A  apptiovaJt  by  th&Ji 
{aith,  thzy  nond  o{  thorn  tizcziv ed  what  h&  had 
p/iomJj>z.d,   {on.  God  had  K&>ol\J2,d  upon  £>om&thtng 
htWL  boJXvi  {on.  u&,  that  thzy  mtght  not  ftaach 
th<i  {ul{Ulmtnt  o{  thoJji  hopzA  cxctpt  wtth  o6." 

Hzb/iem  11:39-40 


Sooner  or  later ,  in  one  way  or  another ,  each  of 
us  must  come  to_  terms  with  his  passingness.   Our  pre- 
tensions of  permanence  cannot  withstand  the  daily  as- 
sault of  the  obituary  page,  the  death  of  friends  and 
loved  ones,  the  desperation  that  envelopes  us  when  we 
contemplate  time's  one-way  flow,  the  dreams  we  know 
we'll  never  get  around  to,  the  work  we'll  never  finish 

A.  E.  Houseman  in  "A  Shropshire  Lad"  has  captured 
the  pain  we  feel  as  we  sense  how  replaceable  we  are : 

"Is  my  team  ploughing, 
That  I  used  to  drive 
And  hear  the  harness  jingle 
When  I  was  man  alive? 

Ay,  the  horses  trample, 

The  harness  jingles  now; 
No  change  though  you  lie  under 

The  land  you  used  to  plough. 

Is  football  playing 

Along  the  river  shore, 
With  lads  to  chase  the  leather, 

Now  I  stand  up  no  more? 

Ay,  the  ball  is  flying, 

The  lads  play  heart  and  soul; 

The  goal  stands  up ,  the  keeper 
Stands  up  to  keep  the  goal. 

Is  my  girl  happy, 

That  I  thought  hard  to  leave, 
And  has  she  tired  of  weeping 

As  she  lies  down  at  eve? 


Ay,  she  lies  down  lightly, 
She  lies  not  down  to  weep: 

Your  girl  is  well  contented. 
Be  still,  my  lad,  and  sleep. 

Is  my  friend  hearty, 

Now  I  am  thin  and  pine, 

And  has  he  found  to  sleep  in 
A  better  bed  than  mine? 

Yes,  lad,  I  lie  easy, 

I  lie  as  lads  would  choose; 
I  cheer  a  dead  man's  sweetheart, 

Never  ask  me  whose." 


Sooner  or  later,  in  one  way  or  another,  each  of 
us  must  come  to  terms  with  the  transient  nature  of  his- 
tory.  We  are  moving  people  on  a  moving  stage.   Little 
of  that  to  which  we  give  ourselves  has  the  power  to 
sustain  itself.   Today's  causes  may  be  tomorrow's  re- 
grets.  Today's  heroes  tomorrow's  effigies.   Today's 
crusades  mere  footnotes  in  the  history  books  our  chil- 
dren' s  children  read. 

Word  it  how  you  will,  the  cry  of  the  Psalmist  is 
the  cry  of  every  man:  "Establish  Thou  the  work  of  our 
hands  upon  us,  yea,  the  work  of  our  hands,  establish 
Thou  it."   (Psalm  90:17) 


No  passage  in  the  Bible  speaks  with  greater  force 
to  our  passingness  and  the  transient  character  of  his- 
tory than  Hebrews  11  and  12. 

Christians  of  that  time,  very  much  like  us,  were 
haunted  by  a  sense  of  personal  and  vocational  futility, 
They  had  worked  hard  in  the  service  of  God,  yet  Rome 
was  still  Rome  and  Christ  had  not  come.   The  unidenti- 
fiable writer  of  this  letter  did  two  things  to  encour- 
age the  hearts  of  his  fellow  believers. 

First ,  he  located  them  in  the  grand  succession  of 
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faith.   He  gave  them  ancestors  they  did  not  know  they 
had!   He  made  them  part  of  a  story  that  was  larger 
than  self,  larger  than  family,  larger  than  nation.   He 
did  this  not  with  academic  propositions,  but  by  call- 
ing off  some  illustrious  predecessors.   What  a  name 
dropper  he  was  —  Abel,  Enoch,  Abraham,  Sarah,  Isaac, 
Jacob,  Joseph,  Moses,  Rahab,  Gideon,  Barak,  Sampson, 
Jephthah,  David,  Samuel,  the  prophets! 

What  a  master  of  language  he  was!   Listen  to  the 
verbs:   They  conquered  kingdoms,  enforced  justice,  re- 
ceive^ promises ,  stopped  the  mouths  of  lions,  quenched 
raging  fire,  escaped  the  edge  of  the  sword,  put  foreign 
armies  to_  flight.   They  were  stoned,  they  were  sawn  in 
two,  they  were  killed  with  the  sword. 

What  a  psychologist  he  was!   Notice  how  he  builds 
to  a  brief,  blunt  but  compelling  climax:  "of  whom  the 
world  was  not  worthy." 

The  church  lives  by  recitation  and  invitation. 
The  story  is  continually  told  and  each  generation  is 
asked  to  join  it.   The  unbroken  ranks  of  the  faithful 
are  not  to  be  admired  from  a  distance,  they  are  to  be 
continued  in  us.   Here  is  where  our  passingness  is 
overcome. 

Rollo  May  has  observed  that  one  reason  why  young- 
sters in  their  early  teens  go  steady  is  to  bring  a 
touch  of  permanence  into  an  unsettled  day.  1_ 

One  reason  why  astrology  is  popular  in  our  time 
is  because  people  are  looking  for  a  cosmic  connection 
that  will  guarantee  their  place  and  worth. 

The  current  interest  in  family  trees  and  coats  of 
arms  is  but  another  indication  of  man's  desire  to  over^ 
come  the  alienation  that  he  feels  in  a  world  that  is 
seemingly  indifferent  to  whether  he  comes  or  goes. 

In  God's  name  I  show  you  a  more  excellent  way! 
Join  the  story.   By  an  act  of  faith  choose  a  new  set 
of  ancestors.   The  ground  beneath  your  feet  will  be 
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hallowed  as  you  come  to  sense  that  you  are  treading 
where  the  saints  have  trod! 


The  second  thing  our  writer  did  was  to  point  out 
to  those  struggling  Christians  that  their  labors  were 
necessary  to  the  perfection  of  those  who  had  preceeded 
them. 

Notice  the  words  with  which  the  11th  chapter 
crests:  "Though  they  all  gained  God's  approval  by  their 
faith,  (those  whose  names  were  clicked  off)  they  none 
of  them  received  what  God  had  promised,  for  God  had 
resolved  upon  something  better  for  us,  that  they  might 
not  reach  the  fulfillment  of  their  hopes  except  with 
us." 

The  sense  of  this  verse  is  imaginatively  captured 
in  a  sermon  title  from  another  day,  offered  by  an  ob- 
scure United  States  Army  Chaplain  at  the  turn  of  the 
century.   H.  Clay  Trumbull  called  his  message  on  this 
text:  "The  Duty  of  Making  the  Past  a  Success." 

Illustrious  as  those  stalwarts  were  whose  names 
and  exploits  are  recounted  for  us  in  Hebrews  11,  they 
all  died  with  their  work  unfinished.   As  the  writer 
puts  it,  "They  did  not  receive  the  promise."   They 
never  knew  how  the  story  came  out.   They  passed  on 
before  the  vision  that  controlled  their  life  was 
realized. 

They  had  their  moments,  of  course.   Moments  when 
the  clouds  lifted  and  the  sun  broke  through  in  piercing 
brightness  and  the  embattled  banners  of  the  kingdom 
snapped  smartly  in  the  wind.   In  such  instances  they 
knew  that  love  continued  as  the  lone  abiding  force  of 
history  and  that  the  cause  of  God  was  alive  and  well. 

Such  moments  of  clarity  come  but  occasionally  in 
a  long,  long  life  of  faith.   "They  did  not  receive  what 
God  had  promised."   Their  final  grade,  if  you  will,  was 
an  Incomplete.   Not  because  they  were  weak  in  faith  or 
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given  to  sin.   Not  because  God  is  slack  in  His  prom- 
ises.  But  because,  as  the  writer  puts  it,  "God  had 
resolved  upon  something  still  better  for  us  that  they 
might  not  reach  the  fulfillment  of  their  hopes  except 
with  us . " 

And  so  it  goes  with  faith.   Each  generation  has 
the  duty  of  making  the  past  a  success.   Solomon  fur- 
thers David's  dream.   Timothy  extends  Paul's  ministry. 
Wesley's  vision  is  shaped  and  widened  by  D.  T.  Niles. 
Andrew's  outreach  is  given  larger  scope  in  a  Dwight  L. 
Moody.   Rauschenbusch' s  hopes  are  carried  forward  by  a 
Martin  Luther  King.   Jane  Addams '  passion  pulses  in  a 
Margaret  Mead.   And  a  mother's  nurture  succeeds  in  a 
son's  obedience. 

Ezekiel  responded  to  the  loss  of  his  wife  by  say- 
ing, "At  evening  my  wife  died.   And  on  the  next  morn- 
ing I  did  as  I  was  commanded."   (Ezek.  24:18) 

The  workers  die  but  the  work  goes  on  UNTIL .   Un- 
til the  day  when  that  which  is  perfect  is  come;  when 
that  which  we  know  in  part  is  fully  understood;  when 
faith  gives  way  to  sight.   They  all  gained  God's  ap- 
proval —  name  them  in  your  minds  and  hearts  —  by 
their  faith.   "But  none  of  them  received  what  God  had 
promised  for  God  had  resolved  upon  something  still 
better  for  us  that  they  might  not  reach  the  fulfill- 
ment of  their  hopes  except  with  us." 


We  believe  in  the  communion  of  Saints.  The  church 
above  and  the  church  on  earth  are  one.   We  share  a 
common  history,  a  common  work,  a  common  faith,  a  com- 
mon love.   Those  who  have  gone  before  us  and  slipped 
from  sight  have  a  stake  in  what  we  do.   They  form  the 
cloud  of  witnesses  with  which  we  are  surrounded.  They 
pray  for  us.   They  cheer  us  on. 

"Onward  we  go,  for  still  we  hear  them  singing, 
'Come  weary  souls,  for  Jesus  bids  you  come;' 
And  through  the  dark,  its  echoes  sweetly  ringing, 
The  music  of  the  gospel  leads  us  home." 

Henry  Smart 
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FOOTNOTE: 


1.  "Saturday  Review,"  March,  1966 
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